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Sing to the Lord for he has triumphed gloriously, horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.  

(Exodus 15.21) 

 

God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Saviour that he might give repentance to Israel and 

forgiveness of sins. (Acts 5.31)  

 

Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have 

come to believe. (John 20.29) 

 

Wonderful truths are conveyed by stories. Age by age they are handed on in oral and written tradition. 

To some they are but stories - nothing more. They may be good stories, enjoyable stories, terrifying 

stories, but still just stories. In very many races, however, the stories convey the traditions of the race. 

They are full of meaning. The meanings may be forgotten from generation to generation but the 

stories remain, fresh and lively and ready to be interpreted anew.  

 

The Jews, unlike the philosophical Greeks, were and in many cases are a people who think in concrete 

picture terms. To them very specially the tradition was kept alive and conveyed by stories to be passed 

on to children and children’s children.  

 

A little obscure group of slaves escaped from Egypt. They crossed the reed sea safely but the Egyptians 

with their horses and heavy chariots got bogged down and perished when the waters returned. 

 

All this was interpreted as a victory given to them by God. So Miriam, the sister of Moses, danced with 

her friends playing musical instruments and singing to the Lord for he had triumphed gloriously, horse 

and rider he has thrown into the sea. (Exodus 15.21)  

 

The story of this salvation - this escape from slavery became the defining story of the nation - the 

magnet around which all the iron filings gathered. Other groups with other stories came in to the 

nation but their stories were subsumed in this one defining story. The Hebrews (Jews) were God’s 

chosen people - chosen and saved from slavery, led to a promised land and bound to their God by 

Covenant and law.  

 



Year by year the people met to celebrate the foundation story of their life as a people, the escape 

from death by the blood smeared on the door posts and the escape from Egypt by the route of the 

Red (Reed) Sea in which the Egyptians were drowned, the Lord triumphed gloriously and the Hebrews 

were saved. Still on Passover night the youngest child present asks, ‘Why is this night special above all 

other nights?’ and the oldest male present tells the ancient story of the salvation and formation of the 

race. It has kept the Jewish spirit alive in the face of persecution right up to the horror of the holocaust. 

The tragedy is today that some ultra Orthodox Jews (and fundamentalist Christians) interpret it as a 

reason or excuse to persecute the Palestinians and seek the annihilation of their state. There can be 

false interpretations as well as true.  

 

This story of the escape from Egypt underlies the Christian story. It was at Passover time that Jesus 

died on the cross. Christians interpret his death as the sacrifice which sets us free from sin and death 

and brings us into a new Covenant relationship with God. The sign and pledge of this new Covenant is 

found in broken bread and poured out wine which we break, eat and drink in remembrance of him as 

Jesus commanded. 

 

In Acts of the Apostles we can see how the Apostles themselves and the other leaders of the early 

church, struggled to interpret the story of the traumatic events in which they had been involved as 

they accompanied Jesus in his mission and strove to come to terms with the horror of his death and 

the mystery of his resurrection. They came to see the death of Jesus, not as a defeat, but as a 

triumphant victory offering salvation - a salvation confirmed by his being raised from the dead. So, 

when the Jewish high priests arrested and interrogated them, the apostles fearlessly proclaimed  

 

God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Saviour that he might give repentance to Israel and 

forgiveness of sins. (Acts 5.31) 

 

Later Paul was to tell the Gentiles equally confidently  

 

While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere 

to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a 

man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to us all by raising him from the dead. 

(Acts 17.30,31) 

 

Same story - slightly different interpretation to fit a different audience and different needs. Both still 

true however. 

 

In our world today the interpretations Christians put on the death and resurrection of Jesus also 

continue to vary. Some see the sacrifice of Christ as done to appease an angry God. To others that 

concept is absolutely blasphemous and they see it as  a revelation of the creative and suffering love 



of God, which has been there from the beginning. At the moment these views, and others, are held 

together in the Christian community. 

 

In all our Churches there are, however, worrying signs of the growth of fundamentalist groups who 

claim that their interpretation is the only correct interpretation and want to banish from the group 

those who hold alternative views. This is tragic and unacceptable. For me the great tragedy of the late 

20th century and now into this one has been the radical rise of fundamentalism and extremism in its 

many forms. Fundamentalist, extremist Islam lies behind the deaths of more than 200 people in Sri 

Lanka last week, and of course lies behind the great tragedies of the Middle East with the Taliban, Al 

Qaeda and Isis, in Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and Syria.  We have witnessed the fallout from that spilling 

over into our own streets. Fundamentalist Jews build walls in Jerusalem. Fundamentalist Hindus in 

India persecute other religions, Christianity included. Fundamentalist Americans want to build a wall 

across their country blocking off access from the south. Fundamentalist nationalist in Ireland riot and 

kill an innocent bystander. And, dare I say it, fundamentalists and extremists prevent decision making 

in our own Hoses of parliament when it comes to Brexit. 

 

This rise in fundamentalism, precluding, as it does, other opinions and shutting down debate, 

humanitarianism and diversity is particularly tragic in a society, like ours in this present day, where all 

too many people think that the stories of old, perhaps particularly Xn stories, might well be good 

stories, but they simply have no meaning at all. So, we have some Christians who want us to believe 

the Creation stories of Genesis literally; we also have a civil society which thinks they have no meaning 

at all; and those of us in between who want to present the stories, perhaps not as literal truth, but 

still full of truths, great spiritual truths of enormous creativity, encapsulating freedom and love. I know 

which group with which I wish to identify. 

 

Thomas believed that Jesus was raised from the dead because he put his hands into his side and into 

the marks of the nails. Many people share the marks of suffering but sadly find it hard to share in faith. 

We to whom the stories are full of meaning because we find in them the enshrining of our faith and 

the purpose of our lives, long that others may come to see that joyful meaning for themselves.  Our 

task as Christians it seems to me is to find the way to help them to find faith in those wonderful stories? 

Remember, ‘Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’ Jn.20.29. And I 

suggest that first and foremost they must find it in us. They must see in us how we bear the pains and 

scars of life, they must see in us how we conduct ourselves in the face of pain and persecution and 

how, through it all, we keep our joy alive. Our lives are the stories in which our neighbours will read 

about God and perhaps find faith. 

 

How will they interpret our story and the way we live?  

 


